Significance of molecular identification of hepatitis C virus RNA in diagnosis of cryptogenic hepatitis in children.
Viral etiology of hepatitis is routinely proved by standard immunological tests detecting specific antibodies. However, identification of specific antibodies cannot always be conclusive. Since specific hepatitis C virus (HCV) antibodies may appear after some months of the infection, identification of HCV RNA and/or hepatitis G virus (HGV) RNA should clarify the etiology of hepatitis. The aim of this study was to diagnose etiologically unknown hepatitis by a reverse transcription-polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) testing of the presence of HCV RNA and HGV RNA. The study involved 33 children with histologically proved hepatitis. The presence of HCV and any signs of autoimmune disease were not observed at the beginning of the follow-up study. During 2.5 years of the follow-up HCV-RNA was found in the blood and liver biopsies in 17 patients. Eight of them became HCV antibodies-positive during the follow-up. None of them eliminated the virus from the blood during the follow-up. In two other patients HCV-RNA was found only in the liver. HGV infection in all cryptogenic patients was excluded by PCR testing. Identification of HCV RNA RT-PCR allowed to diagnose 19 out of 33 (57.6%) patients with cryptogenic hepatitis. The etiology of the hepatitis in remaining 12 patients has to be established.